The Aŝvin-s and Rudra 


The twin Aŝvin-s and Rudra are both Indo-Aryan reflexes of two deity-classes which can be 
reconstructed as likcly being present in the Proto-Indo-European rcligion. Both are likcly to 
have even deeper roots going back to even earlier rcligious traditions across a wide swath of 
humanity. Indeed, the divine twins feature even outside the IE rcligions. At the face of it 
it is not obvious if these two deity classes show any special links. For example, with Rudra 
as a focus we can use the Rgveda to samplc his association with other deities. One proxy 
for association can be how often Rudra is mentioned with another deity in the sarne pada 
or hemistich of a rk. Below is a tablc showing his co-occurrences by this metric. 

Tablc 1. The association of various Devata-s with Rudra in the RV 


Devata 

# 

Marut-s 

21 

Vasu-s 

18 

Aditya-s 

13 

Agni 

10 

Rbhu-s 

7 

Indra 

6 

Aŝvin-s 

6 

Soma 

6 

Varuna 

5 

Mitra 

5 

Bhaga 

5 

Pusan 

4 

Visnu 

3 

Brhaspati 

2 

SarasvatT 

2 

Tvastr 

2 

Aryaman 

1 

Savitr 

1 

Aditi 

1 

Vayu 

1 


Not surprisingly, he is rnost closely associated with his sons the Marut-s who are often re- 
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ferred to as the plurality of Rudra-s. The other close associations corne frorn the fact that 
the Rudra-s are mentioned as a group of gods along side to two other big groups of gods: the 
Vasu-s and the Aditya-s. He further shows notable associations with one of the archetypal 
deities of the Vasu-group, Agni with who he shares a duality. Beyond that his mentions 
along with the Aŝvin-s is no more frequent than with Soma, Indra or the Rbhu-s (the clivine 
craftsmen whose masters are said to be the Rudra-s: RV 8.7.12). That saicl a closer look 
reveals a deeper link between Rudra ancl the Aŝvin-s. 


uta tya rne raudrav arcimanta 
nasatyav indra gŭrtaye yajadhyai j 
manusvad vrktabarhise rarana 
mandŭ hitaprayasa viksu yajyŭ |j RV 10.61.15 


Also these two sons of Rudra, the Nasatya-s [worshiped] with rk-s, are to be welcomed and 
made offerings by rne, O fnclra. The two who are liberal to him, who as Manu [had done, 
invites them] to the woven grass (the twisted barhis in the vedi), the delightful [twins] for 
whom pleasing offerings are made, the twins who seek the ritual arnong the people. 


Here the rsi KaksTvan calls the Aŝvin-s the sons of Rudra in a manner similar to the Marut-s. 
Further, this sŭkta mentions our ancient ancestor Cyavana as the one who had measured 
out the vedi for the for the Aŝvin-s. Cyavana is mentioned in traclition as the one who 
instituted the rite where sorna is offered to the Aŝvin-s. fndeed, in the above rk it appears 
that KaksTvan seeks Indra pcrmission for the sarne as there are indications from later nar- 
ratives that Indra was not entirely on board with that. In any case, what is important for 
our current cliscussion is the relatively unambiguous link of the Aŝvin-s and Rudra in this rk. 


This is not the only instance the Aŝvin-s are called Rudra-s or the son-s or Rudra. Indeed, 
we encounter another such example elsewhere in the RV: 


tav id dosa ta usasi ŝubhas 

patT ta yaman rudravartanT | 

ma no martaya ripave vajinT- 

vasŭ paro rudrav ati khyatam || RV 8.22.14 


Just these two in the evening, these two auspicious lords at dawn, the two who follow the 
tracks of Rudra in the course. Don’t look over and beyond us to a roguish mortal, O Rudra-s 
with booty-bearing mares. 


In this rk of Sobhari Kanva, they are not just called Rudra-s but also specific described as 
RudravartanT. This word is of considerablc interest in regard to this connection between 
these deities. It belongs to class of compounds of the form “x+vartani” that are found 
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throughout the RV and used for different deities. The word vartani means wheel (typically 
of the chariot) or track of the chariot wheel. Thns, x+vartani componnds are usnally inter- 
preted as bahuvrlhi-s. Below we list all the instances of such compounds in the RV along 
with the gods they denote and the number of occurrences of each case: 


• Rudravartani 

— Aŝvin-s, 4 

• Hiranyavartani 

— Aŝvin-s, 6 

— SarasvatT, 1 

— river goddess, 1 

• Raghuvartani 

— Aŝvin-s, 1 

— Soma, 1 

• Ghrtavartani 

— Aŝvin-s, 1 

• Vrjinvartani 

— Agni, 1 

• Krsnavartani 

— Agni, 1 

• Gayatravartani 

— IndragnT, 1 

• Dvivartani 

— Agni, 1 

It is immcdiately apparent that this class of compounds are special descriptors of the Aŝvin-s 
for 12 of the 19 occurrences of them are used for the Aŝvin-s. This is likely a special allusion 
related to the oft-mentioned speeding tricycle (tri-cakra) chariot of these gods. However, it 
should be noted that such compounds, while most frequently used for the Aŝvin-s are not 
limited to them; e.g. Hiranya-vartani is use for at least 2-3 distinct deities (river goddess 
Sindhu could be a cryptic allusion to SarasvatT). Some of the usages, such as Hiranya-vartani 
or Raghu-vartani can be simply interpreted as the ones with the golden wheels or one with 
swift wheels and appear to apply to other deities than the Aŝvin-s. Indeed, a related terrn 
“Hiranya-cakra” is used for the actual Rudra-s, i.e. Marut-s (e.g. RV 1.88.5) or for that 
rnatter Hiranya-ratha used for Indra (e.g. RV 1.30.16). Further, some might be even typical 
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of other deities: e.g. Krsna-vartani (with black tracks: alluding to the smoke) and Vrjina- 
vartani (with curving tracks, alluding to the flames) are apt for Agni for whom they are 
used. The form dvi-vartana used Agni is simply indicative of two tracks left behind by the 
two chariot wheels. 


However, of all these Rudra-vartani is specifically used only for the Asvin-s on multiple oc- 
casions and by multiple composers. This suggests that this term has a special connection 
with the Aŝvin-s. Drawing the cue frorn the more frequent Hiranya-vartani, also used for 
the Aŝvin-s, Rudra-vartani has been tradition interpreted as either Rudra= ruddy or Rudra 
= fierce. Thus, the compound is understood as the Aŝvin-s with ruddy tracks, or those with 
fierce tracks - perhaps as an allusion to their speeding chariot that is frequently seen in 
the RV, or as those who go along terrifying paths. Entirely, independently of our investiga- 
tions, we learned that this line of reasoning was first explored in detail by the great patriot 
Aurobindo Ghose. But the key is the observation that this term is specific to the Aŝvin- 
s. Rudra is not used in the sense of “ruddy” elsewhere in the corpus. “Fierce or terrible 
tracks” would have implied the form raudra-vartani, which we do not ever encounter in this 
corpus. Further, ruddy horses or chariots are described by terrns likc arunayugbhir aŝvaih 
(RV 6.65.2) and fierce chariots by terms like tvesa-ratha for the Marut-s (RV 5.61.13; also 
perhaps a personal name of a Mitanni ruler among the Indo-Aryans of West Asia). Indeed, 
the ferocity of the Marut-s’ chariots with ruddy horses are alluded to elsewhere too (e.g. RV 
1.88.2) but the term Rudravartani is never applicd to them even if it might be natural in 
this sense. 


Thus, taken together with the instances where the Aŝvin-s are called Rudra-s or the sons 
of Rudra (see above and also below) we conclude that Rudra-vartanT specifically indicates 
the association of the twins with Rudra and rneans “the two who follow the track of Rudra”. 
After we reached this conclusion, a search revealed that such a translation had been inde- 
pendently conceived by the German indologist Hermann Oldenberg. Notably, this link to 
Rudra is further strengthened by another instance where they are callcd both Rudra-s and 
HiranyavartanT: 


a no ratnani bibhratav 
aŝvina gacchatam yuvam | 
rudra hiranyavartanl 
jusana vajinlvasŭ 

madhvl mama ŝrutam havam |jRV 5.75.3 

Bearing treasures to us, Aŝvins, come here, you two, O R.udra-s with golden wheels, with 
booty-bearing mares, being pleased, the holders of the honey-lore, hear my invocation. 


We believe there are many dimensions to this connection: 

1) The ancient narne of the Aŝvin-s is Divo Napata. The twin sons of Dyaus. This is an 
equivalent of the narne of their Greek cognates the Dioskouroi (the national deities of the 
Spartans), meaning the youths of Zeus (the cognate of Dyaus; Skt Divah Kumarau) or their 
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Lithuanian cognates Dievo Suneliai (Sons of Dieva = Dyans). Now Dyans on occasion is 
identified with Asnra Rndra in the RV: 


tvarn agne rndro asnro maho divah (RV 2.1.6) 

Yon, O Agni, are Rndra the Asura of heaven (Dyaus) 


yatha rudrasya sŭnavo divo 

vaŝanty asurasya vedhasah | (RV 8.20.17) 

It shall be [just] as they wish, the sons of Rudra, the Asura of heaven (Dyaus) are the wise 
ones. 


And like in this case too: 

indrota tubhyam tad dive tad rudraya svayaŝase | (RV 1.129.3) 

Indra, this is for you and that heaven (Dyaus), for that self-glorious Rudra. 


The above indicate that there was an early Vedic tradition that identified Rudra with Dyaus, 
in which sense he was also seen as the father of world by the Bharadvaja-s (RV 6.49.10). 
This, together with the appellation Divo Napata for the Aŝvin-s, hints a parallcl Vedic tra- 
dition which saw them as deities in the Rudra-class associated with the leader of that class 
Rudra, the great Asura of Dyaus. Their “Raudra nature” is clearly brought out in the rk RV 
10.93.7: uta no rudra cin mrjatam aŝvina : Also, though being Rudra-s, may the Aŝvin-s be 
merciful. This plca for mercy to them is comparable to that typically made to Rudra or the 
Marut-s. Consistent with this, they share their medical prowess with R.udra (as physicians of 
the gods) and even more tellingly also their knowledge of poisons with Rudra (RV 1.117.16: 
where they either kill the brood of Visvac with poison or destroy the poison associated with 
the brood of Visvac). Thus, across the RV, composers from different clans occasionally saw 
the Aŝvin-s as Rudra-s or Rudra’s sons and allude to their Rudrian properties. 

2) One of the notable aspects differentiating the early Atharvan tradition from the RV tra- 
dition with regard to Rudra is the use of the twin appcllation Bhava-Sarva for the deity 
in the former. These names of Rudra also persist in the adhvaryava tradition preserved in 
the Yajurveda-s but the twinning is less prominent relative the AV tradition. Notably, in 
the celebrated Mrgaresti ritual the AV tradition features a sŭkta to the twin Bhava-Ŝarva 
whereas in its place the KYV tradition has rk-s to the Aŝvin-s. Notably, in the incantations 
for the Ŝŭlagava ox sacrifice laid out in the Ŝankhayana-ŝrautasŭtra (4.20.1-2), Bhava-Ŝarva 
are called the sons of Mahadeva. 


tasya te dhanur hrdayam mana isavaŝ caksur visargas tam tva tatha veda narnas te astu so- 
mas tva avatu ma ma himsih | yav aranye patayantau vrkau jambavantau iva | mahadevasya 
putrabhyam bhava-ŝarvabhyam namah | j 
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The heart is your bow, the rnind is your arrow, the eye is your shooting. Thus we know 
you. Obeisance to you. May Soma protect him and may you never ever harm me. The two 
who roam around in the forest like wolves with jaws wide open; obeisance to the two sons 
of Mahadeva, Bhava and Sarva. 


This points to two parallcl streams within the early Vedic tradition which featnred Rudra 
in singular form (apart from the plurality of the Rudra-class) as seen in the RV or in twin 
form of Bhava-Sarva as seen in the AV and the Sankhayana-ŝrautasŭtra (as the twin sons 
of Rudra). This suggests that the Rudra-class had an ancient intrinsic twin nature shared 
with the Aŝvin-s which lingers in the Bhava-Sarva dyad. Notably, even in Greek tradition 
the deity of the Rudra-class, Apollo is born with twin (albeit female), Artemis. While the 
RV Aŝvin-s are identical twins in character, sometimes, in the IE world one sees some differ- 
entiation of the the twins with one of them associated with hcaling and animal-husbandry 
and the other with warfare. For example, among the Yavana-s, one of the pair, Castor is a 
horse-trainer while the other one Polydeuces is a boxer. A similar differentiation is perhaps 
reflected in the twin Rudra-s, with the narne Bhava indicating welfare and health, and the 
and Sarva meaning and archer and indicating the warrior natnre of the second twin. Thus, 
it is likely that Bhava and Sarva were part of the parallcl Vedic tradition where they played 
the role of the Aŝvin-s as twin Rudra-s. 

3) A later reflex of this twinning in the Rudra-class appears to have emerged via develop- 
ments in the form of the Kaumara tradition emerging in the Indo-Iranian borderlands. There 
we see the dual form of the god Kumara as Skanda-Viŝakha. This dyad is earliest attested 
in the AtharvavedTya-Skanda-yaga from the AV-pariŝistha-s and has a prolonged presence 
in the Hindu tradition. The grammarian Patanjali mentions rnetal images of Rudra along 
with the Skanda-Viŝakha dyad in the Mauryan age ( 322-185 BCE). The persistence of 
this tradition is illustrated by a much later attestation of this dyad, evidently drawn from 
a now lost early tradition, seen in the Kalika-purana with a predominantly East Indian locus: 


dahano ’pi tatha kale prapte gangodare svayam | 
retah sankramayamasa ŝambhavam svarna-sannibham | j 

Agni himsclf, in due course of tirne, transmitted the sernen of Rudra, which shone like gold, 
to the womb of Ganga. 


sa tena retasa devl sarva-laksana-samyutam j 
pŭrna-kale ’tha susnve putra-yugmam manoharam j j 

Then by that sernen the goddess, upon completion of pregnancy, gave birth to charming 
twin sons endowed with all [good] features. 


ekah skando viŝakhakhyo dvitlyaŝ caru-rŭpa-dhrk j 
ŝakti-dvaya-dharau dvau tau tejah kanti-vivardhitauj | KP 46.82-84 

The first was Skanda and the second bearing a beautiful form was known as Viŝakha. The 
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two held a spear each and two shone with their radiance. 


Thns, we see Rudra siring the twin Kaumara deities Skanda and Viŝakha who are described 
as bearing spears much likc the depiction of the spear-bearing Dioscuri in the yavana tra- 
dition. Interestingly, their beauty is speciĥcally described much like that of the Aŝvin-s in 
Veclic tradition. Further, the Kalika-purana recommcnds the worship of this dual Kaumara 
form for the sasthl night: 


ratrau skanda-viŝakhasya krtva pista-putrikam | 
pujayec chatrunaŝaya durgayah prlyate tatha || KP 60.50 

In the night having rnade images of Skanda and Viŝakha from flour one should worship them 
for the destruction of enemies ancl for pleasing Durga. 


In archaeological terrns we find depictions of the Skanda-Viŝakha dyad on Kusana coins and 
also Kusana age images from a lost Kaumara shrine from the holy city Mathura (now housed 
in the collections of the Mathura museum). What is notablc about their numismatic appear- 
ances is thcir resemblance to the twin gods on Greek Dioscuri coins. Thus, like Bhava-Sarva 
in a parallcl Vedic tradition, Skanda-Viŝakha are likely developments of the ancient Raudra 
twins in a Para-Vedic tradition that then entered the Indo-Aryan mainstream. 

4) Finally, it is plausible that the term RudravartanT and the association of the Aŝvin-s with 
Rudra have an astronomical significance. In the classic naksatra system that developed by 
the tirne of the AV and the YV the Aŝvin-s are associated with the constellation of Aŝvayu- 
jau which corresponds to part of Aries. However, the obvious constcllation that resembles 
the clivine twins is Gemini, which was recognized as the Dioscuri in the Greek traclition. 
Whilc it was terrned the constcllation of Acliti, the arya-s too recognized the dual nature 
of the asterism Punarvasu rnade up two stars Castor and Pollux - it is occasionally used 
in clual likc: punarvasŭ naksatram aclitir devata ||. Early on we see the recognition of the 
twin nature in the statement that Aditi is two-headed in the Yajurveda (TaittirTya Samhita 
in 1.2.4; Satapatha Brahmana 3.2.4.16). Ironically, Panini rcinforces the clual nature with 
the sŭtra: chandasi punarvasvor ekavacanam || PAA 1.2.61. In the Veda Punarvasu might 
be [optionally take a] singular declension. The grammarians clarify that this is limited to 
the Veda while in common speech it is always dual indicating its twin nature. The only 
direct allusion to the asterism in RV (along with Revati) appears to be in RV 10.19.1 (by 
our ancestor Cyavana), which associates it with Agni and Soma in a cryptic hymn whose 
actual mcaning has been hard to cliscern. However, a potential connection is seen in RV 
10.39.11 where the Aŝvin-s are called RudravartanT and explicitly linked Aditi - pairing that 
is otherwise rather unusual: 


na tam rajanav aclite kutaŝ cana 
namho aŝnoti duritam nakir bhayam 
yam aŝvina suhava rudravartanl 
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puroratham krnuthah patnya saha |j RV 10.39.11 

From nowhere troubles nor evil nor fear reach him, along with his wife, for whom yon two 
kings and Aditi prepare a chariot to be in the forefront. O Aŝvins, you who are easy to 
invoke, follow the track of R.udra. 


We take this to mean that the Aŝvin-s here are associated with Acliti and thereby the 
asterism of Punarvasu. Now, Punarvasu rises after the constellation of Rudra, i.e. Ardra 
(corresponding to Sirius and the proximal bright stars of Canis Major). Thus, we can see 
the twins literally following the track of R.udra in the sky. 



